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Introduction

Images, as information sources, create an ever-increasing share of today’s
information horizons being one of the megatrends on the Internet (Meeker,
2019). Various image collections are open to users and different uses, one
being the academic utilization as sources of research data. Openness of data
in this sense extends, particularly in the field of social sciences and human-
ities, beyond the traditional thinking from research data repositories to the
large non-academic collections of data, such as social-media images shared
in Twitter or Instragram etc., to newspaper collections and curated historical
image collections. These collections and services are never born or created for
research purposes, but they are often used in research. However, from being
seemingly open to general audience, their academic use is often very difficult or
even inhibited. By now many supports available for the researchers have been
designed from data-centric or information management perspective. These
approaches lack of considering the researchers’ perspective and understand-
ing what the requirements are for the images when used as research data. By
learning the nature of images as research data and how scholars use images as
research data, we can better understand and support the needs scholars have.

ImAccess project

The ImAccess project funded by the Academy of Finland (2022-2026)
investigates the use of digital images as research data and the interactions with
the data. The project a) examines the information horizons of the researchers
who are using open images as research data (c.f., Sonnendwald, 1999; Huvila,
2009) b) suggests intervention points based on the horizon maps and cogni-
tive access points identified in these (see e.g. Kumpulainen et al., 2020), and
¢) creates and evaluates a prototype information retrieval tool with machine
learning -based content analysis, which is aimed at supporting the desired
access points defined in the information horizons.

The project builds on the theoretical framework of task-based information
interaction to study how information is identified, selected, collected and
synthesized using multiple information systems and sources (Bystrom & Kum-
pulainen, 2020; Jarvelin et al., 2015; Kumpulainen & Jérvelin, 2010).
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Case: War time photographs

The first case study conducted in the project focuses on the use of Finnish war
time photographs (FWPA). The digital collection was published online in 2013
and is open to public (http://sa-kuva.fi/). The photograph archive is a unique
digital collection containing around 160,000 pictures from the Second World
War during 1939—1945. The images portray life on the home front, events and
operations at the front, the war industry, leisure time at the front, damages in
bombings and the evacuation of Finnish Carelia.

Although much research has been done on contents of various collec-
tions (e.g. Late & Kumpulainen, 2022; Kumpulainen & Late, 2022), there has
been little research into how people search and use historical images. Thus,
The FWPA offers interesting case for the ImAccess project. For information
studies perspective the case is fruitful because, searching an image from the
archive may be difficult since it is relying on existing textual descriptions and
metadata which may be impartial. Usage of the archive may require special
skills due to the historical context of the descriptions.

A first part of the study was conducted in 2021 to get a quantitative data of
the information practices of the archive users (Kumpulainen & Ruotsalainen,
2022). The study is continued by qualitative approach including interview and
demonstration data of the archive users. In spring 2022 15 archive users using
the collection for research and writing tasks were interviewed. During the
interviews the users also demonstrated their typical uses of the collection.
This rich data provides information about the uses of the archive, the search-
ing behavior of the users, and the problems faced by the users.

Few efforts have been made towards understanding the image searchers’
search goals and task-based information needs and existing research is
rather old in the fields of information interaction and interactive information
retrieval. Therefore, there is an urgent need for studying task-based informa-
tion requirements and how to best provide task-relevant image information
related the needs. In image search, the information items are visual instead
of textual documents. Nevertheless, the contents are often retrieved based
on textual descriptions of the images that do not necessarily match with the
desired access points. The findability of the image collections could be
improved by providing access points that are created with automatic means,
e.g., by recognition of other objects and landscapes from the images and
adding some metadata to be used in provision better visual browsing oppor-
tunities.


http://sa-kuva.fi/
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